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ABSTRACT 
Portuguese adventurers, traders and missionaries interacted with a great variety of 
existing cultures and communities around the Indian Ocean and beyond, before other 
Europeans challenged their presence. Official settlements under a Viceroy at Goa were 
only a small part of a very wide network of Portuguese influence resulting from 
intermarriage with locals and the successful conversion to Catholicism of dispersed 
communities. After a century in the area, Portuguese had become a lingua franca.  
The Portuguese adapted their buildings to suit the cultures they encountered and the 
lifestyles they adopted when taking local wives and establishing families. They also built 
using local experience in responding to tropical climates, available materials and local 
building skills.  
This paper sketches out some of the responses to building made by these early 
encounters of the Portuguese with the East and suggests how what they learnt was taken 
up and adapted by other Europeans entering the area to traffic in and exploit its riches.  
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Introduction 
When the Portuguese entered the Indian Ocean in the fifteenth century, they 
broke into a long-established seaborne trading milieu, more complex and extensive 
than anything previously encountered by mediaeval Europeans.15 Since antiquity, by 
sea and land routes, settlements on the littoral of continental Asia and the tropical 
archipelagos to its south as well as coastal East Africa had traded in high value 
commodities and manufactured goods as well as articles of common consumption.16 
The Monsoonal changes in trade wind patterns ruled the movements of shipping, and 
allowed voyages across open seas between Arabia and Africa, the Indian 
subcontinent, and beyond.17 Major trading centres were strategically located so that 
merchants could deliver cargoes and return to their ports of origin in the same year, 
after the trade winds had begun to blow in the opposite directions. From the Asian point 
of view, the Mediterranean and Europe were merely peripheral appendages to this 
extensive seaborne network of trade that stretched all the way to China in the East and 
Morocco in the West. The major ports where merchants from distant lands had lived 
and traded peacefully for centuries, were cosmopolitan centres assembling specialised 
and sometimes valuable cargoes to be forwarded to markets abroad.18 
 
In Asia and Africa, European colonies were rarely created from scratch; each 
built on what was there before. In many cases it was first the Arabs – Chinese and 
others - who established the importance of the trading post, then the Portuguese, 
followed by the Dutch, and finally the French or British. This hegemony was based 
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 Malyn Newitt. A History of Portuguese Overseas Expansion, 1400-1668. London: Routledge, 2005.   
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 Raoul McLaughlin. Rome and the Distant East: Trade Routes to the Ancient Lands of Arabia, India and China, 
London: Continuum, 2010.  
18
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entirely on sea power - whoever controlled the oceans controlled the ports and the 
trade. Hence it was imperative that in order to establish their authority in the great 
coastal trading centres of Asia and Africa, the Portuguese first wrested control of the 
Western Indian Ocean from the Arabs and their successors, the Ottomans. This they 
did in a series of sea battles culminating in the defeat of a great combined Arab and 
Ottoman fleet off the Indian coast at Diu in 1509. 
 
In the very early stages, the newly-arrived Portuguese sought to set up 
‗factories‘ under the protection of local rulers. As interlopers, the Portuguese quickly 
found that they had difficulty trading on equal terms in these sophisticated markets, 
resolving instead to gain dominance of established networks through the exercise of 
aggressive and armed maritime power. They sought to control movements of shipping 
by the imposition of licences or cartazes and the establishment of fortresses and 
fortified settlements at key strategic locations. In the late 16th Century, a Dutch 
merchant and traveller, Jan Huygen van Lischoten described the Portuguese presence 
in the East at the height of their influence: 
 
…for the Portingales have only some Townes, places and fortresses, with their 
havens on the sea coast, without holding any thing within the land, as in the 
description of the coast wee have alreadie declared. 19 
 
Few Portuguese women went to the East, so most of the men developed 
various kinds of relationships with local women or slaves that had been captured or 
bought. Many of these relationships were formalised as marriages and those men that 
stayed in the East for any length of time often went through the process of baptizing 
and legitimizing their children even if born out of wedlock. In official settlements and in 
enclaves beyond, the women were predominantly converts or their descendants. 
However, local customs prevailed, playing important roles in creating a distinct cultural 
identity, fusing local lifestyles with ideas brought from Portugal. These adaptations 
extended to the forms of domestic dwellings and the ways in which space was used. In 
addition to fortified enclaves administered directly by the Estado da India, increasing 
                                                            
19
 Jan Huygen van Linschoten, Itinerario, voyage ofte schipvaert, van Ian Huygen van Linschoten naer Oost ofte 
Portugaels Indien, Amsterdam, 1596. Text taken from the English translation published in 1598, (Iohn Huighen van 
Linschoten. his discours of voyages into ye Easte & West Indies Deuided into foure books).Chapter 30, page 47, 
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numbers of Portuguese and their descendants lived, traded and participated in local 
communities throughout the region, developing powerful networks of family and 
business relationships held together by a close understanding of markets, and local 
trading. In many cases these people were only tenuously linked in the orbit of the 
Portuguese Royal monopolies but were united by language, with Portuguese becoming 
a lingua franca in most trading ports and in hinterlands beyond. The use of Portuguese 
in various forms continued under the Dutch whose merchants and traders found it the 
most practical language for business. Even Dutch Protestant missionaries, seeking to 
supplant Catholicism in recently conquered parts of Ceylon (Sri Lanka) were often 
obliged to use it as a principal means of communication. As settlements changed 
hands through conquest, and commercial power throughout the region shifted to the 
Dutch, descendants of Portuguese, retained their ability to mediate between the new 
arrivals and local labour forces as contractors in their own right or as supervisors and 
foremen in Dutch employment. The Portuguese speakers were particularly successful 
in trades related to building, where knowledge of local methods of construction, 
performance of materials and ideas about response to climate were ingrained in their 
experience. 20 
 
For the building of Batavia in Java, the Dutch imported Portuguese-speaking 
builders from Malacca in Malaya.21 The Portuguese legacy was still very strong in the 
nineteenth century with dictionaries and phrase-books being published to help British 
missionaries and traders communicate in territories taken from the Dutch after the 
Napoleonic Wars. Other Creole versions of Portuguese survived well into the 20th 
Century.22 
 
Beyond areas of commercial activity, the Catholic church extended the 
influence of the Portuguese through the activities of missionaries and through the 
instrument of the Padroado Real that gave the Portuguese crown the right to make 
ecclesiastical appointments throughout the East, vestiges of which were only 
dismantled in the twentieth century.  
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Fortifications 
Because of the need to secure bases in officially sponsored settlements, 
fortifications were a major priority from the earliest stages of Portugal‘s presence in the 
Indian Ocean. At first, these were built according to medieval principles similar to those 
erected on Africa‘s West coast. A good example of such an approach would be the fort 
built at Sofala (early 16th Century), which remained much in its original form, when the 
promised trade in gold with the kingdom of Monomotapa did not materialise. Generally 
however, fortifications were designed to the most up-to-date European ideas, often 
employing Italian and other specialists knowledgeable in responding to the latest 
developments in siege warfare. In many cases, defences were upgraded and improved 
at great expense as military technology and ideas evolved. In many respects, 
fortifications were independent of where they were built other than the fact that they 
were often massive engineering works built with locally sourced masonry. When the 
Dutch and later rivals overran fortifications built by the Portuguese, these were often 
demolished or progressively altered and enlarged. Extensive construction works often 
followed one of these conquests both to repair breaches and other damage. In these 
building operations, captured Portuguese soldiers, civilians, their servants and slaves 
were often put to work as a readily available labour force.  
 
Fortified settlements 
Fortifications surrounding strongholds in settlements manned by garrisons 
usually accommodated a select population of civilians and ecclesiastics separate from 
communities outside the walls. Beyond the walls, groupings of traders from various 
tribal, ethnic and religious origins, essential for successful trade established 
themselves but were restricted from the defended part of the settlement. This pattern of 
settlement became the norm under the Portuguese and can be seen clearly in early 
plans of settlements such as Malacca and Bassein and was adopted by other 
European trading nations such as the Dutch (in Batavia) and the Spanish (in Manila). 
Even though space was at an enormous premium within walled settlements, most of 
these had public open spaces, often associated with churches, but also with buildings 
related to civil and military establishments. These ceremonial spaces created the focus 
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for elaborate staged events and processions that helped assert the power of the state 
and the church. Such public spaces and their associated monuments were new to 
urban arrangements in the East and gave them a distinctly European flavour – 
supporting ceremonies, often remarked upon by visitors, as exceeding in scale and 
pomp of anywhere else. 
 
Domestic buildings  
Before other European traders ventured into the East in any numbers, the 
Portuguese had been living and trading in the Indian Ocean for a century. They had 
adapted their domestic buildings to suit climatic conditions, locally available building 
technologies and lifestyles in tune with local cultures. Not many buildings remain – a 
rare and good example might be the Bishop‘s Palace in Goa, but illustrations in the 
form of drawings, engravings, paintings and contemporary descriptions give some idea 
of how  ordinary urban buildings looked and how major settlements were laid out and. 
[Fig. 1 L.] 
 
 
Fig. 1. Left (L) Bishop‘s Palace in Goa and Right (R) plan of the city published by Linschoten in 
1596 
 
One of the earliest widely circulated images is a view of the Rua Direita and 
‗Leylon‘ in Goa published by Jan Huygen van Linschoten. [Fig. 2]  In it we see flat-
fronted mostly two to three storied masonry houses with steep tiled roofs with 
overhanging eaves. The windows and doors have prominent but plain framing in flat 
5
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lintels and door and window posts – the same conventional and familiar cantoneira 
elements to be found in Portuguese buildings almost everywhere.23 [Fig.3] 
 
 
Fig. 2. Linschoten‘s view of the Leylon (Market) in Goa engraved by de Bry and first published 
in 1596. 
 
Fig. 3. (L) Building in Olinda, Brazil, similar to those depicted by Linschoten in Goa. Centre Left 
(CL) Lattice screens by J-B Debret sketchbook,1820 [Bibliotheque nationale de France]. Centre 
Right (CR) Mestiza woman Colombo with attendants. [de Silva 1988]. (R) Window in Panjim 
with glazing in translucent shell – Carepas.  
 
On the upper floors, the windows have balconies or – more likely screens, 
similar to mushrabiyyes, some of them with carpets hanging below. These would have 
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 George Kubler. Portuguese Plain Architecture – Between Spices and Diamonds 1521-1706, Middletown Conn.: 
Wesleyan University Press, 1972, p. 3. 
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afforded privacy to those in the upper stories. [Fig.4L] The degree to which this form of 
residential building influenced urban settlements in Brazil, particularly the tall narrow 
buildings in Recife described by Vauthier in his articles of 1853 is an interesting 
question.24 It is also worth speculating on how much they contributed to the tall 
residential buildings made by the Dutch in Curação.  
 
 
Fig. 4. (L) 18
th
 C Sketch of Mushrabiyya structure Galle Fort Sri Lanka. (CL) Mid 17
th
 C. 
Portuguese House Cochin. (CR) House with Solar (Veranda) built with masonry arches. (R). 
Portuguese house at Charakacheri near Jaffna, Sri lanka. Similar houses lined the streets of 
Colombo. Drawing from Baldaeus, 1672.  
 
A typical house of the 17th century surviving in Cochin had, over the low front 
door, a stone coat of arms set into the masonry walling. [Fig 4 CL] Downstairs the 
ceiling height is minimal, because the whole lower floor was used for storage and at the 
rear for cooking. The upper floor was a piano nobile, with private rooms on the street 
side and behind them a solar, a large open room like a very wide loggia with an arcade, 
opening onto the rear garden. Sometimes this solar was contained in a double 
storeyed wing at right angles to the main block, and extending behind it. There was 
occasionally a balcony constructed in timber or masonry on the face of the building; 
sometimes this was enlarged into a covered veranda which helped support the steeply-
pitched, overhanging roof.25  
Women were carefully secluded – a tradition probably borrowed from local 
custom. The practice became common in the East, and was adopted in many Dutch 
settlements, where the numbers of European women was also low.  
 
The men are very jealous of their wives, for they will never bring any man into 
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 L L Vauthier. ‗Des Maisons d‘Habitation au Bresil‘,  Revue Generale de l‖Architecture et des Travaux Publics, v. 11, 
1853, pp.129-130. 
25
 Ronald Lewcock, Barbara Sansoni and Laki Senanyake. op. cit. p.154 
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their houses, how special a friend soever he be, that shall see their wives or their 
daughters… If any man commeth to the door to ask for the master of the house, 
presently the wives and their daughters run to hide them, and so leave the man 
to answer him that standeth at the door.26  
 
The general arrangement of the town of Goa is shown in the map published by 
van Linschoten in the same volume as the illustration. [Fig. 1 R] It shows streets with 
houses in linked terraces surrounding very large areas of rear gardens – an 
arrangement very similar in principle to what can be read from maps of cities like 
Batavia published over a century later, even though the planning of both settlements 
followed remarkably different geometries.    
 
The building form described above may have owed something to Arab and 
Asian prototypes. Other commonly employed spatial arrangements certainly combined 
old ideas from the Iberian peninsula with locally encountered Indian models: 
 
Another kind of Portuguese house, often revealing Indian influence, but also 
with Portuguese origins, had the solar (veranda) on the front. In this case, the solar 
was always very wide and entered up a staircase from the space underneath at one 
end. Here, too, the construction of the veranda seems to have been originally masonry 
arcading. Sometimes there was a masonry balustrade from which the columns rose, 
which were correspondingly squat and fat in proportion.27 [fig 4 CR] 
 
These ideas, well adapted to warm climates, became part of the general 
vocabulary of buildings erected for Europeans in the tropics. They were taken up by the 
Dutch and subsequently by other traders and colonists. [Figs 1-5.] 
 
                                                            
26
 van Linschoten , op cit., Chapter 30,  p. 56.  
27
 Ronald Lewcock, Barbara Sansoni and Laki Senanyake. op. cit. p.155. 
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Fig. 5. (L) Verandahs along streets, Portuguese in Ibo island, Mozambique. Centre (C) Dutch, 
Galle Fort Sri Lanka.  (R), timber gallery or verandah, Dutch seminary, Colombo, Sri Lanka. 
 
The word, Verandah, an important architectural element in tropical building, is 
almost certainly derived from Portuguese, despite some doubts expressed in the 
Oxford Dictionary‘s etymology. However, an authoritative nineteenth century study on 
the origin of English words related to India, favours a Portuguese origin for the term 
and suggests that the form of construction was familiar to those on Vasco da Gama‘s 
fleet. 
 
VERANDA, s. An open pillared gallery round a house. This is one of the very 
perplexing words for which at least two origins may be maintained, on grounds 
equally plausible…  
That the word as used in England and in France was brought by the English from 
India need not be doubted. But either in the same sense, or in one closely 
analogous, it appears to have existed, quite independently, in Portuguese and 
Spanish; and the manner in which it occurs without explanation in the very 
earliest narrative of the adventure of the Portuguese in India, as quoted below, 
seems almost to preclude the possibility of their having learned it in that country 
for the first time; whilst its occurrence in P. de Alcala can leave no doubt on the 
subject. [Prof. Skeat says : " If of native Span. origin, it may be Span. vara a rod 
rail. Cf. L. uarus, crooked" (Concise Dict. s.v.).] 
1498.—"E vêo ter comnosco onde estavamos lançados, em huma varanda onde 
estava hum grande castiçall d'arame que nos alumeava." Roteiro da Viagem de 
Vasco da Gama, 2nd ed., 1861, p. 62, i.e. "... and came to join us where we had 
been put in a varanda, where there was a great candlestick of brass that gave us 
9
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light. ..." And Correa, speaking of the same historical passage, though writing at a 
later date, says : " When the Captain-Major arrived, he was conducted through 
many courts and verandas {muitos pateos e varandas) to a dwelling opposite 
that in which the king was. . . ." Correa, by Stanley, 193, compared with original 
Lendas, I. i. 98.28 (Hobson-Jobson, 1886) 
 
 
Fig. 6. (L), 1660 engraving after Frans Post showing a building with a verandah associated with 
an ‗engenho‘ in Brazil. (R) Timber houses with verandahs in Mauritius at the end of the 18
th
 
Century, drawn by Milbert. 
 
Verandahs joined the vocabulary of elements deployed by the Portuguese and others 
to adapt their buildings to warm climates. They were used in the less formal parts of 
dwellings facing gardens and courtyards in urban settings from the 16th century 
onwards, as described above, but were employed in rural buildings more extensively, 
where the use of open timber construction would be acceptable. Many of Frans Post‘s 
views of Brazil under Dutch occupation show buildings in sugar plantations with 
galleries and elements that could be described as verandahs as understood in the 19th 
century as typical elements of tropical building. [Fig. 6] It would be interesting to trace 
how this element in residential and other buildings migrated to the Caribbean and other 
areas to become a pervasive response to living in the Tropics. A fully developed 
version of such buildings can be seen in an engraving of two single-storey buildings on 
the Island of Mauritius made at the end of the eighteenth century by M J Milbert, 
French painter on an official expedition.29  
 
                                                            
28
 Hobson Jobson. A glossary of colloquial Anglo-Indian words and phrases, and of kindred terms, etymological, 
historical, geographical and discursive, London: John Murray, Albemarle Street 1903. Original edition, 1886, edited 
by Henry Yule and Arthur C. Burnell. 1903 edition edited by William Cook. 
29
 M J Milbert. Voyage pittoresque a l‘Ile de France….Paris: A Nepveu, 1812, vol. 3, Atlas, Plate 11. 
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The colouring of colonial buildings was as characteristic as their wall 
materials. The Mediterranean tradition of white walls, highlighted with green and blue, 
spread from the Portuguese - and Spanish colonies throughout the colonial world. 
From a purely technical point of view, white was the most suitable colour for a tropical 
house (it ensured the maximum reflection of heat), but, as many people later 
complained, it had a severe dazzling effect on the eyes. Accordingly, its glare was 
frequently softened, either by tinting it with some other colour (yellow or rich earth 
colours, ochres, and mineral reds) or by painting the wooden doors, windows and 
shutters in some relieving shade of green or blue. 
 
As far as can be ascertained, green was the preferred colour for external 
woodwork throughout the colonial world as late as the eighteenth century - as it is to 
this day in many parts of Europe and the 
Arab countries. The reason for this certainly had nothing to do with economy, since 
green was actually a relatively expensive colour to produce and had to be imported into 
the colonies. An intriguing explanation of the overwhelming popularity of green is that 
its use was a heritage of Moorish influence in the Iberian peninsula. For green is of 
great significance in the Islamic world, where it is the colour of the prophets (it had 
been symbolic of hope, life and joy since primitive times). But possibly the association 
of green with the idea of coolness is sufficient to explain its persistent popularity in hot 
climates.30 
 
Churches 
The Catholic Church played a key role anywhere that came under formal or 
informal Portuguese influence. Churches, Monasteries, Seminaries and other 
ecclesiastical buildings were often erected on a grand scale and in many cases took 
many years to build.31 The scale and robustness of their construction can be seen in 
the ruins of such structures in abandoned Portuguese settlements, where nearly all 
other structures apart from fortifications have left little trace above ground. Ruins in 
Bassein in India and at Gondar in Ethiopia, built by Indo-Portuguese craftsmen, 
following similar design prototypes with heavily coffered vaulted masonry chancels and 
show, not only that they were built to last, but that they followed clear models.  
                                                            
30
 Ronald Lewcock. Early Nineteenth Century Architecture in South Africa, etc. Cape Town 1963. pp.417-8. 
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 C.R.Boxer. The Portuguese Seaborne Empire. London. 1969. 
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Where timber was easily available, and speed of construction important, 
churches were constructed with internal timber columns, and the outside walls were the 
only parts constructed of masonry – and were often roughly built and very thick. The 
door and window openings correspondingly had wide splayed reveals to admit the 
maximum of daylight. Even in these buildings, the chancels and sanctuaries were 
commonly barrel-vaulted in masonry, to ensure that these parts of the churches, which 
contained the sacred relics, the carved and gilded reredos screens behind the altars, 
as well as the carved statuary, pulpits and lecterns, would be less likely to be burnt in 
the event of fire. 
 
Churches frequently had large open porches in front of their west facades, constructed 
either on wooden poles or with masonry arcades. Finally, some Portuguese churches 
had their western, entrance facades crowned with curvilinear baroque or rococo 
gables.32 
 
Catholic missionaries went far beyond any territory controlled by or nominally 
claimed by the Portuguese crown, even though the Portuguese king had the right to 
nominate Bishops in all territories in the East under the Padroado Real.  
 
The external observances of the Roman Church were in many ways strikingly like 
some of those in the Hindu and Buddhist beliefs which it sought to replace - the 
use of images, of rosaries, the cult of saints and so forth. The veneration 
accorded Hindu Brahmins and Buddhist Bhikkhus was paralleled by the respect 
felt by Roman Catholics for the sacremental and sacerdotal attributes of their own 
priesthood.33 
 
A good example of continuity of Catholic influence even under adverse 
circumstances can be illustrated from the Dutch seizure of Cochin from the Portuguese 
in 1663, when the conquerors demolished all but one of the many Catholic churches. 
Outside Fort Cochin, in territories nominally controlled by local rulers, Catholicism 
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 Ronald Lewcock. Early Nineteenth Century Architecture in South Africa, etc. Cape Town 1963. pp.417-8. 
33
 C.R.Boxer. The Dutch Seaborne Empire. London 1966. p.147. 
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continued to flourish with clergy sometimes operating clandestinely having to minister 
to large congregations. Eventually, when the Dutch relaxed their impositions, 
unfinished churches were completed and those that had been demolished were rebuilt 
or completed by local craftsmen, who followed arrangements of siting, form and, to 
some extent, detail that would not be out of place in settlements controlled by the 
Portuguese. Such a church, St. Lawrence at Edacochin, rebuilt in the early 18th 
Century, has all its architectural elements arranged with confidence but with a distinct 
Indian flavour. [Fig. 7] 
 
 
Fig. 7. Three views of St. Lawrence, Edacochin, rebuilt in the 18
th
 Century, following patterns 
established by Portuguese builders with an Indian flavor. Extreme right, Kristang folk dance-
group in Malacca, celebrating their Portuguese heritage. 
 
In Sri Lanka, when the Dutch took over from the Portuguese in the North of 
the Island, many of the churches begun by Portuguese missionaries were unfinished. A 
large number were completed and used as Protestant churches for a while, with their 
original form respected but with elaboration of detail somewhat reduced. Later Dutch 
churches erected in Batavia, Ceylon, the Cape in South Africa and elsewhere followed 
liturgical patterns centered around preaching that favoured centralized, often cruciform 
plans with centrally positioned prominent pulpits.  
 
Building skills and technology 
Wherever Portuguese settled, they adapted local building techniques to suit 
their needs.  
 
              In many of their Asian settlements and later in Brazil, tiled roofs were a natural 
13
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choice, using a roof covering that was part of vernacular construction traditions and 
familiar to the Portuguese. Terracotta roofing tiles of a semi-conical form had been 
used throughout Asia since antiquity, so they were easily assimilated.34 They also had 
the advantage over vegetable materials such as thatch and palm-frond roofing that 
they offered some protection against the spread of fire in dense urban settings. The 
tiled roofs were made with very steep pitches, probably to ensure easy water run-off, 
but also as a way of responding to the climate, by creating an enormous volume, a 
thermal cushion of warm air, above the uppermost habitable space. This air would heat 
up and escape by convection through the gaps between the Ill-fitting tiles. The roof 
space was often part of the same volume as the rooms below it, with a common 
practice of having the ceiling below it in lattice-work to allow for unrestricted air 
movement. [Fig. 8] There are many older houses in Goa with this type of arrangement, 
combined with window and door openings that do not obstruct air movement, partitions 
in lattice-work which only provide visual separation between spaces and furniture 
where surfaces in contact with the body allow free air-flow. 
 
 
Fig. 8. (L) Lattice ceiling in a house in Margão allowing free convection of hot air.(19
th
 Cent). (C) 
Dutch house in Cochin, 18
th
 Cent. (R) English Fort at Bombay. 17
th
 Cent. 
 
Eighteenth Century Dutch buildings that still remain in Cochin have large and 
steep tiled roofs as do earlier ones, probably remaining from the Portuguese 
occupation of the city depicted in seventeenth century engravings. Views of Batavia in 
Java, in the early days of settlement, show similar building forms.  
 
The British factory or Fort at Bombay, possibly originally a Portuguese 
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 Edward S Morse. ‗On the Older Forms of Terra-Cotta Roofing Tile'. Bulletin of the Essex Institute, vol. XXIV, 1892. 
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building, before the settlement was handed over to the British as part of Catherine de 
Bragança‘s dowry, has tall tiled roofs as one would expect in an important European 
building in India, a practice that probably persisted until the stylistic pressures of Neo-
Classicism made tall, climatically suitable tiled roofs less desirable.35 [Fig.8R] 
 
 
Fig. 9. (L). Flat roofed buildings on Mozambique Island recorded in the 1820s by Henry Salt. 
(R), 18
th
 Century flat roofed building in Cape Town. 
 
In contrast, in East Africa, on Mozambique Island, most buildings followed 
tried and tested techniques of construction developed by Arab traders. Walls were 
typically built from coral blocks, using mortar and plaster derived from burning the 
same material and sea-shells. Flat roofs were universal, using relatively short lengths 
of timber spanning between walls, supporting heavy layers of mortar and rubble, 
waterproofed and drained in traditional ways. When the Dutch were faced with building 
a relatively dense settlement at Cape Town, thatched roofs, eminently suitable for rural 
manor houses, were a major fire hazard, while the use of roofing tiles, common 
throughout their Eastern possessions were vulnerable to high and unpredictable winds. 
The solution they adopted was to construct flat roofs, following East African 
construction techniques, most probably brought to the Cape by craftsmen who had had 
direct contact with Arab or Portuguese practice. A guide to the construction of such flat 
roofs was preserved in the Cape‘s municipal archives. The materials specified clearly 
attest to an origin in the tropics: [Fig.9] 
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 Philippus Baldaeus, A True and Exact Description…– English trans. London 1703, Vol. 3, p. 603 
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The walls of the building being finished and the beams laid thereon, laths or ribs 
are to be nailed upon them... over these ribs … hard burnt bricks… are laid. The 
floor having been thus laid, the builder is to take four parts of stamped lime shells 
taken out of the gravel of the oven (kiln) and two parts ordinary mason lime and 
two parts finely powdered bricks. All these materials are to be well mixed whilst 
dry, and gradually cocoa-nut oil is to be thrown on until the whole is thoroughly 
prepared like dough. It is then at once to be laid on 1 1/2 ― thick, and rubbed in 
with the trowel and steadily beaten together as much as possible with wooden 
mallets…Whilst busy with this, the second layer is to be prepared, viz., ten parts 
of finely sifted lime, three parts finely sifted gravel of baked bricks and one part of 
Bengal Gor or sediment of sugar (molasses). This composition is to be treated in 
the same way as the first and to be put on when ready, about one inch thick, and 
carefully beaten down on the other layer. Finally a liquid composed of lime, oil 
and Gor is made with a strong hand and a smooth trowel well rubbed on as the 
last coat.36 
 
Portuguese colonial houses clearly often had solar-type windows, i.e windows 
that extended from the floor almost to the ceiling and contained a hand-rail within them. 
(A tradition that continued into later times). The solar windows were sometimes 
constructed as double or triple windows, two or three in a row, and some were crowned 
with arches, thus forming an arcade flush with the wall of the house. Alternately, they 
were constructed with heavy wooden beams spanning the openings. A common plan 
for a house with solar windows was to have them lighting a room in the centre of the 
facade, with smaller windows lighting small rooms on either side. Frequently the room 
serving as the solar looked into a walled garden or courtyard. Some of these 
characteristics became part of the responses of climatic adaptation among other 
European colonial builders.  
 
The deep reveals of the windows sometimes contained window seats built of 
masonry. Doors and shutters were pivoted into the floor or sills below and into the 
wooden frames above. Ceiling beams were necessarily large, square in section and 
placed only a few feet apart. Ceilings were simply formed from the underneath of the 
wide flooring boards above; their joints were covered with short beams or cover strips 
                                                            
36
 G E Pearce. Eighteenth Century Architecture in South Africa, Cape Town: AA Balkema, 1933, p 25 – quoted from: O F 
Mentzel A Geographical – topographical description of the Cape of Good Hope, 2 vols, 1921-5) 
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to create the effect of coffering. Stone or wooden brackets projecting from the walls 
supported the ceiling beams, which could be shorter, as they did not themselves have 
to bear directly on the walls.37 
 
Plantation slavery 
Spices and high value goods from the East which reached Europe were 
generally bought in well established Eastern emporia until the Dutch East India 
Company (VOC) established strongly enforced monopolies on spices like cloves, by 
seizing the major source of cloves the island of Ternate from the Portuguese, and 
ruthlessly uprooting any trees elsewhere.  On the other side of Africa, a completely 
different system was adopted to produce agricultural products on an industrial scale.  
 
It has been argued that the slave-based sugar plantations developed by the 
Portuguese firstly on Atlantic Islands and then transferred to Brazil and the Spanish 
Caribbean, were a very early manifestation of capital-intensive industrial production.38 
In Brazil, the planning and design of these production facilities, together with the 
infrastructure that financed them, supplied them with African slave labour and delivered 
their products of sugar and rum were highly developed and provided the Dutch and 
other European nations and their trading companies with models for their 
establishment of plantations in Caribbean Islands. 39 
 
Portuguese continuity in the east 
In the late eighteenth Century, the British East India Company (EOC) founded 
Georgetown, a trading settlement in Penang, North of Malacca, which at the time was 
under Dutch rule through the VOC. The settlement was founded by Captain Francis 
Light in 1786.40 [Fig.10L] Light had previously  traded privately off Siam and Burma and 
persuaded the EOC to enter into alliances offered by the Sultan of Kedah to counteract 
growing Dutch influence in in the Malacca straits. Light took his family to safety under 
the protection of the Sultan of Kedah when Phuket was threatened by Burmese troops.  
                                                            
37
 Ronald Lewcock, Barbara Sansoni and Laki Senanyake. op.cit. pp.155 & 156-7. 
38
 Richard Drayton ‗ The Collaboration of Labour: Slave Empires, and Globalizations in the Atlantic World, c. 1600-1850.‘ 
In: A G Hopkins (ed.) Globalization and World  History, London: Random House, 2002, pp. 98-114 
39
 Gomes, Geraldo. Engenho & Arquitectura – Tipologia dos Edificios dos Antigos Engenhos de Acucar de 
Pernambuco., Recife: Fundacao Gilberto Freyre, 1998. 
40
 Oxford Dictionary of National Biography – entry – Francis Light. 
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The architecture of Georgetown‘s public buildings was in a contemporary Neo-
Classical style, but Light‘s many years in the tropics allowed him and his successors to 
draw upon solid experience in responding imaginatively in adapting this formal 
architecture language to the climate. St George‘s Anglican church, outside which there 
is a rotunda memorializing Light‘s role as the city‘s founder is designed as an open hall, 
with floor to ceiling jalousied doors that can be opened during services to allow free air 
movements across the space. [Fig.10L, CL, CR] 
 
 
Fig.10 (L.) St George‘s Georgetown Penang – completed 1818. Francis Light‘s memorial 
rotunda is on the building‘s axis. (CL). Open jalousies allowing cross ventilation of the hall. 
(CR.) External side view. (R) Colonel William Light‘s survey and plan for the foundation of 
Adelaide, South Australia. 
 
In the 1770s, Light had married a Eurasian woman of Portuguese descent, 
Martinha Rozelles, who was part of a small Catholic community in Phuket. William 
Light, their son, was educated in England, fought in the Napoleonic wars, cultivated 
important contacts and was appointed Surveyor General of South Australia, where he 
chose the site for the capital of the colony and drew up the plan for the city of Adelaide 
with its unique grid layout, central square and a belt of surrounding parkland which 
continues to give the city its character to this day.41 
 
Reverse influences 
Portuguese influences on the architectures of distant places is often the result 
of strange turns of history. Nigeria‘s principal city, Lagos, has a name of obvious 
                                                            
41 Oxford Dictionary of National Biography – entry – William Light 
18
 612 
Portuguese origin, given to the place by fifteenth century navigators. From the 1820s to 
the 1890s former slaves, some of them Muslims, were ‗repatriated‘ to Africa from Brazil 
with a sizeable community establishing themselves in Lagos. Among them were skilled 
builders, many with Portuguese names. These Afro-Brazilians brought with them 
memories of what they had seen in Brazil and reinterpreted them in their new home. 
Among surviving buildings are two mosques and several commercial and residential 
buildings, all of them aspiring to a level of grandeur which would have made them very 
prominent when they were built. 42 
 
Conclusion 
The Portuguese ventured into Asia, where they encountered advanced and 
established cultures with longstanding traditions of building for warm climates. They 
were quick to learn from what they found and adapt whatever they could to their own 
needs. Unlike the Spanish in the Americas, who held their parts of the two continents 
with a large degree of stability, after more than a century of presence in Asia, 
Portuguese settlements and areas of influence came under threat from other European 
powers. By then, Portuguese presence was strongly established through the 
descendants of early adventurers and settlers, converts to Catholicism made by 
successful missionary campaigns and the use of Portuguese as a common trade 
language. Lessons learnt about living in warm climates were picked up by others, 
modified and transferred to their own colonial, trading and plantation settlements, often 
using the expertise of people with Portuguese ancestry in actual building.    
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